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I’ve been working on this story for many years, off and on. Granted, it’s taken far longer than I ever expected, but my life has been awfully full of other activities that I have pursued with great enthusiasm, so I simply worked on the book whenever I could....a bit here, a chunk there...and doggedly kept adding to the tale. Months would go by without me typing a word, but the characters were always with me. Recently, I opened up the story and immersed myself in this world again. At one point, the thought occurred to me that if anything ever happened to me (such as being hit by a runaway bus), then the tale would die right there on my laptop, and no one would ever know these characters of whom I have grown quite fond. Whatever heroic actions they might perform, the tragedies that might befall them, their triumphs, their pitfalls, their story would never see the light of day. Since I enjoy these adventures so much, I figured that the time had come to share them in the hope that others might enjoy them as well. So, Reader, thanks for stepping into this world with me. I hope you have as much fun in here as I do!

~ Whit McClendon, June 2014

This is the second edition of Mage’s Burden. The fabulous Michelle McClish, who is my proofreader/editor, has been after me for quite a while to let her have a go at this one since she had already done Gart’s Road and A Mage Awakens, the second and third books in this series. As I mentioned above, this book was written over a very long period of time, and my writing style changed over the years. Thanks to Michelle, I think that it now is closer in tone to the other books, so I hope you enjoy it.

~ Whit McClendon, August 2017
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Chapter 1
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Zothar’s breath was coming in ragged gasps, and white spots were dancing before his eyes, but the terrified little man ran on. Although the moon was full, her silvery light seldom filtered down through the vast canopy overhead, and Zothar blindly stumbled again and again in the darkness, frantically tearing his way through the thick vegetation. The taste of blood was in his mouth, and his hands, face, and arms were scored with deep cuts from the unseen branches and sticks that slapped and scratched him as he ran. Far better that than the blades of the dark-skinned ones! The thought blossomed in Zothar’s mind for only an instant before the toe of his boot caught on something, sending him headlong to the ground. SSNAP! The pain of Zothar’s newly broken wrist shocked him so badly that he could not breathe for a moment. Curling his body around his injured arm, Zothar tried to regain control of himself. The haze of agony that now emanated from his injury dwarfed the cuts and scratches he had sustained in his narrow escape, and it was all he could do to make himself breathe through the pain.

It had been only blind luck that had saved him. He had been relieving himself in the bushes when the Tballa had attacked his caravan, and he had been able to race into the jungle while his workers and bearers had been mercilessly butchered. 

Zothar rolled slowly to a kneeling position, still protecting his injured wrist, and grimaced as he peered back into the jungle, searching for any sign of the grim-faced Tballa. Moments passed, and Zothar saw nothing.

“Yawa! Yawala butu!” Zothar’s head jerked in the direction of the shout as fear exploded anew within him. Sweet Goddess, they’re almost upon me! Turning to run, he tripped again and slammed to the ground, sending fiery bursts of agony up his arm as he scrambled to escape. 

Seconds later, a gnarled man, black as oily midnight, materialized in the darkness where Zothar had been only moments before. He squatted there and looked at the ground, scratching his scarred chin absently as he did so.

More shouts answered the first, and suddenly the jungle was alive with voices as the Tballa warriors converged on the old tracker. There were twenty warriors in all, and as one they hushed to hear the Elder’s findings. 

Frowning, Baho cast his eyes over the trampled grass and broken fronds of fern. He snorted to himself, scornful of their quarry’s pitiful flight. A baby could follow this stupid man! The Elder peered into the foliage ahead, and the warriors waited.

Even with the constant chirping and rustling sounds of the jungle, they could still distinguish the racket of Zothar’s hurried passage from somewhere ahead and east of them. A single gesture from the tracker, and deadly smiles split the faces of the warriors as they melted into the jungle, eagerly anticipating the capture, torture, and eventual grisly death of another unwanted intruder.

The pain in Zothar’s fractured wrist had lessened. For that, at least, he was thankful, even though it was badly swollen. He was far beyond his body’s natural limits now, and shock and pain had blended all of his hurts into a dull haze of general agony. Suddenly, the clutching arms of the jungle fell away, and Zothar stumbled into a wide clearing. Illuminated brightly by the moon’s glow, thick stalks of knee-high grass waved gently in the breeze, and Zothar ran forward, grateful to be free of the grasping foliage. 

Almost directly ahead of him, Zothar could see a group of dark, shadowy objects. As he moved closer, he could see that they were massive boulders, strewn across one edge of the clearing as if by the careless hand of a god. The central stone dwarfed the others, and as Zothar peered through the dark at the huge, reddish monolith, a deep sense of foreboding washed over him. Gritting his teeth against the pain of his injuries and the odd sense of dread that lingered about the stone, Zothar staggered towards the rocks with the last of his strength, the cold knot of fear in his soul driving him forward. However slim the chance might be, he hoped he could find some cranny in which to hide himself until the Tballa had gone.

The tall grass ended abruptly as he neared the stones, and Zothar stumbled again in his haste. Pain flared anew in his broken wrist as he slammed to the naked earth on his knees, and his vision blurred with tears of agony and terror. Even so, he scrambled doggedly towards the rocks and moved behind one of the larger chunks of rubble, keeping his back to the huge red boulder. From this poor cover, he turned to look back at the edges of the jungle, hoping that he had somehow lost the angry warriors.

But Zothar’s luck was quickly running out. He could hear their shouts, their angry voices sounding among the trees. Suddenly, the entire group of warriors emerged into the meadow from various points along the tree line. As Zothar watched them gathering together, he prayed feverishly to the Goddess to hide him from the dark-skinned natives, promising a huge donation, and to attend temple services much more often in the future. He tried to slow his frantic breathing, hoping the warriors wouldn’t hear his fatigued gasps from across the clearing.

One of the warriors suddenly screamed a warcry and burst into a run, heading straight for the stones. The other Tballa immediately followed suit, bellowing their bloodcurdling whoops of victory as they, too, caught sight of Zothar cowering behind his rock.

Panic suddenly robbed Zothar of his senses. He stared wide-eyed at the warriors racing towards him, gliding through the high grass like an ebony flood, armed to the teeth with spears, hatchets, and bows and arrows.

The Tballan warriors raced on toward the terrified merchant until the lead warrior saw the border of dead grass and skidded unexpectedly to a stop a mere stone’s throw from Zothar’s hiding place. Frantically, he turned and waved the others to a halt, fear newly evident in his voice. The resultant shouts of outrage were immediate.

Zothar stared in disbelief as the leader addressed his shouting men, gesturing wildly. He spoke rapidly in their singsong, clicking tongue and pointed several times to the rocks and the surrounding area. As he did so, their demeanor changed. Anger and bloodlust quickly gave way to fear. All the warriors fell silent, save one.

The huge warrior pushed his way to the front, and his fellows gave way. He was easily the largest man Zothar had ever seen. His scars were many, and the leader’s words had apparently not fazed him one bit. He began to yell at him, obviously wishing to continue the pursuit. He shouted mightily at the smaller man, gesturing violently with his hatchet toward the cowering merchant. The leader stood his ground and shook his head several times, making negating gestures towards the rocks. The other natives began muttering amongst themselves while the two men argued.

Zothar was perplexed at the situation, but thankful that he still lived. Apparently, the Tballa had some reason for not coming any closer to his hiding place, but the brutish, hulking warrior did not seem to care what the smaller man said. As Zothar watched the natives argue at the edge of the dead grass, he backed away from the smaller boulder. His questing right hand met the larger stone's surface and found it surprisingly cold. Zothar kept his eyes on the bickering natives as he flattened himself against the chill monolith and began to slide along its frigid surface, hoping to make it to the other side where he could slip unnoticed into the jungle beyond. The argument in the meadow escalated.

The cold from the massive stone chilled Zothar, eliciting a shiver in spite of the hot, muggy night. As he moved, Zothar slid his uninjured hand along the stone, feeling his rings of silver and gold lightly scoring the surface of the rock.

Thump. Zothar felt more than heard the sound, a deep and resounding impact of some sort that terrified him. He froze in place, his eyes darting frantically as he tried to ascertain its source. 

The muscled warrior was getting more furious by the minute, but his adversary stood firm. The huge native finally screamed in fury, and raised his hatchet to cleave the elder’s skull before resuming his attack on the merchant. Before he could strike, a burst of scarlet radiance exploded from the great boulder. The warrior stopped in mid-strike, his eyes wide as he saw the glowing red mist boil forth from the rock, enveloping the struggling form of the ragged little merchant. It lifted him from his hiding place on serpentine arms of nothingness. Zothar's screams pierced the night as he frantically tried to free himself. The other Tballa turned and fled at no small speed, leaving the brutish warrior, hatchet upraised, staring at the writhing crimson blaze.

The nebulous mass lifted Zothar and positioned him directly above the top of the huge boulder. CRACK!! The great stone split down the middle as if struck with a massive chisel, and a blast of cold wind emanated from within. In spite of his fear, the warrior stepped closer to the stone and hurled his weapon at the swirling radiance. Instantly, a scarlet tendril of mist snapped out to intercept the spinning hatchet, freezing it in flight. The hatchet then exploded, sending a deadly shower of metal and wooden fragments hurtling towards the quaking warrior. He screamed and covered his face with his arms as flying splinters lacerated his body. Wounded, he turned at last to flee, the merchant's screams and the explosion of his weapon ringing in his ears.

From his place within the roiling mist above the rock, Zothar watched the warrior turn and sprint for the jungle. He saw another crimson tendril snake out to capture the warrior before he had taken five running strides. He heard the man scream in terror as he was borne into the air on the freezing grip of the mist.

As the warrior was brought closer, Zothar saw his frantic struggles suddenly cease; his muscled body hung limply in the clutching embrace of the mist. Horrified, Zothar watched as the body began to shrivel in upon itself, drying up and shrinking until only an empty husk remained. The mist pulsed brightly for a moment, as if strengthened. The desiccated shell of the warrior dropped out of sight to the ground, and Zothar screamed anew, fearing a similar end.

You. A dry, rasping voice scraped along the edges of Zothar's mind. You have freed me! At last, at long last, I am FREE!

"Who are you?" Zothar shouted, still struggling to free himself from the icy coils.

I? the voice grated silently. I am he who shall rule this world. I am Mordak. 

It took but a moment for Zothar to remember where he had heard that name, and a fear greater than anything he had ever known blossomed in his heart. That name had terrified him as a child, just as it had every other child he had known. A man bearing that name had once used dark powers to slaughter thousands upon thousands, and had committed such atrocities that his name was reviled even now, two thousand years after his fabled defeat at the hands of a northern Mage. The stories that his father had told him had given him nightmares long ago, but this nightmare was real, and there would be no waking from it.

The mist tightened its icy grip as it spilled out of the boulder, forming a twisting maelstrom around Zothar. It quickly began to seep into his body, searing him with its freezing caress. As Zothar's mind began to fade, he caught fleeting glimpses of the twisted madness that was Mordak. Better to die now, he thought as his life ebbed from him, than live to see Mordak arise. Contemptuous laughter followed him into the abyss.
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Deep within the caverns of the Heartstrong Mountains, Brunar suddenly opened his grey eyes. Flinging back the covers, the Mage quickly sat up in bed, swung his legs over the side, and rubbed his face with one graceful hand while he tried to get his bearings. Carefully, he tested his stiff legs, and then stood to stretch himself and shake off the thick grogginess that plagued him. He looked around at the stone walls of the chamber, letting his eyes wander where they might. There were no doors that he could see and three of the rough walls were bare. Shelves were carved directly into the rock of the remaining wall, and these held neatly folded blankets, clothes, and other mundane items.

In one corner, there squatted a great, ponderous desk. It was covered with parchments, scrolls, quills, inkwells, and huge books with placemarkers sticking out of them, all neatly arranged. Above it, he spied the small glowing globe that provided a subdued illumination for the room. It hung in space with no visible means of support, shining merrily. Brunar silently blinked at it.

At first, he could not exactly remember how the hovering lamp had gotten there. For all he knew, this was the room of a stranger. Brunar squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep, cleansing breath, held it for a moment, and then slowly let it out.

When his eyes opened once again, they fell on a small gem that rested on the corner of his desk. It was glowing an ugly red. Moving as quickly as his unsteady legs could carry him, Brunar made his way to the desk where he could now recall having studied and written of so many subjects over so many years. He picked up the shining gem, and found it cold. Despair took him for a moment then, and he sighed a deep, pained sigh.

“This cannot be! He...he was imprisoned with the most powerful spell! And only white gold could have unlocked it. How could that have happened?” Horrified, he gazed at the gem in his hand as he contemplated the possibilities. Then his slender fingers clenched around it in a grip of iron. “No matter. It doesn’t matter how it happened, only that it has occurred.”

Although his fatigue was deep, and his bones ached painfully, Brunar steeled himself against the despair that had momentarily taken him. Quietly, he spoke a Word of power, and when he unclenched his fist, the gem’s light had vanished, having served its purpose. It had been magickally linked to the wards placed upon Mordak’s prison back in the time of the Banishing, and set to alert Brunar should the unthinkable happen, and Mordak somehow break free. Brunar opened a drawer in the huge desk and dropped the gem into it, wishing that he’d never seen its scarlet gleam. 

Spreading both hands on his desk, Brunar leaned forward and settled his weight heavily on it.  He remembered the evil of the Dark One, Mordak, trapped in Triagga over two thousand years ago. Brunar's weathered face hardened as his memories returned him to that heart-rending time. He had lost four Guardians in that final battle, four beloved friends. They had died defending him. Despite such a shattering loss, the remaining Guardians had rallied to weaken Mordak enough that Brunar could recover and attack, sealing the Evil One's essence within an ancient stone. That feat in itself had nearly destroyed Brunar, requiring every trace of power he had possessed.

Somehow, after two thousand years of imprisonment, Mordak was again free to corrupt and destroy.

Brunar became aware of the knotty ache between his shoulders, and he leaned back and tried to shrug the stiffness away. Staying alive this long had come at a price, and Brunar’s ten year longsleep had been interrupted by the alarm. For every hundred and fifty years of life, Brunar was forced into a deep, rejuvenating longsleep for ten years, lest he finally grow old and die. A quick glance at the astrolabe told Brunar that he still had eight years to go before his magickal sleep was to end, and the many aches and pains of his body made it seem as though he had slept for only moments. With so little rest, the Mage was painfully aware that his full strength would be denied him.

Weakened though he was, he knew he had to try to find out what had happened. Turning from the desk, Brunar moved to the shelves and retrieved a jagged crystal about the size of a man’s head, and placed it on the floor in the center of the room. Chanting as he stepped away from the crystal, Brunar spoke the Words that would send his mystical Sight out from the mountains, south to Triagga and towards the ancient stones of Mordak’s prison. Images, indistinct at first, but increasing in clarity, began to form in the empty space above the crystal. The green blanket of jungle trees appeared, and Brunar’s Sight moved rapidly over the vast canopy, searching for the massive, ruddy stone. 

Brunar gasped as he suddenly sensed the presence of the Dark One himself, a malignant evil that festered like a raging sickness deep within the jungle's heart. Cold laughter echoed in his mind, and a searing pain stabbed into Brunar’s forehead. The Mage cried out and dropped to one knee, struggling to see through the pain.

Fool! You’re already too late! My day is coming, and this time, your Guardians will be helpless against me!

Brunar felt the magickal pulse before it struck, and managed to throw his arms over his face and enable his shield as his scrying crystal exploded under the force of Mordak’s magick.  The deadly shards ricocheted from him, shattering against the unyielding stone walls and embedding themselves in the wood of the desk. 

Brunar slumped to the floor, exhausted. He lay there for several heartbeats before cursing his weakness and staggering back to his feet. He knew the only way Mordak would have had the strength to attack so quickly was for him to have killed and absorbed the lifeforce of the first people he could find. Centuries of imprisonment within the warded stone should have weakened the sorcerer, and most likely driven him beyond madness, as well. But it seemed that he was formidable again already. No one was safe.

Thousands upon thousands of innocents had suffered unspeakable horrors under his evil rule so long ago, and it seemed certain that Mordak would attempt to reestablish those dark times as soon as his power was fully renewed. After this episode, Brunar knew that he would never be able to kill Mordak alone. The sorcerer was already too strong, while he had only just awakened. If Mordak was willing to absorb the lifeforce of others, he would rise in strength far faster than Brunar, and his hatred and madness would eventually grant him an evil power that would be difficult to match.

Only the combined force of all seven of the protectors, the Mage and six Guardians, could hope to put an end to Mordak. Brunar knew what he had to do. Those possessed of the power, those descended from the first Guardians, had to be found and trained until they reached their full potential. Then the battle could begin in earnest.  

"And this time, we won't be so easy on you, Evil One." The Mage’s voice was still dry and cracked from disuse, yet another sign of his weakness. Brunar went to the shelves again, this time bringing out a small box which he carried to the desk and placed there. He passed one hand over it, and its runes flashed in response. He opened it to find a small chunk of cooked beef, a piece of cheese, bread, grapes, and a stoppered flask of water, fresh as the day he had placed them inside. Once the small meal was finished, Brunar replaced the box and turned to the eastern wall of his sleeping chamber. As he approached, the wall simply disappeared and he stepped through the opening into the darkened, echoing Hall of Jidaana.

From his doorway in the southwestern corner of the vast chamber, Brunar walked quickly to the center of the room, willing the larger globelights here to awaken. They sprang to life high in the corners and center of the lofty ceiling, brightly illuminating the room that Brunar had known intimately for centuries.

The vaulted ceiling was fifty feet above him, supported by eight wide stone columns evenly spaced around the massive room. The chamber was eighty yards long and half that distance wide. Sometimes, Brunar wondered what massive receptions might have taken place here before he had been called to the ancient, forgotten mountain keep.

The floor was polished stone, thickly coated now with a pale layer of dust. In spite of the severity of the situation, Brunar raised an eyebrow at this and allowed himself a ghost of a grin. Good help is hard to find these days, he thought, making a mental note to clean the hall later on. For the time being, it would have to wait.

Along the long north and south walls yawned the doorways that led to the Guardians’ private quarters, as well as larger openings that led to the other parts of the Hall. The sturdy wooden doors stood open now as they had for centuries, as if anticipating the arrival of their new tenants.

At the far end of the Hall was a much larger doorway than those of the residence chambers, opening into a wide corridor that led to the outside. It was dark now, but when the massive eastern gates at the end of the tunnel were thrown open at dawn, the entire chamber would be awash in the blazing light of morning. Many a beautiful sunrise had crested the eastern peaks to shine into the Keep and greet the Mage in the past. 

Brunar turned to his left and saw the western wall of the chamber, the sight of it filling him with hope. Displayed there as they had been for centuries were the six short-hafted spears that were the Jidaan. He strode up to the steps of the dais and mounted them, keeping his eyes on the beautifully crafted blades on the wall, drinking in the sight of the weapons that had armed the Guardians for time immemorial. Long ago, the world had seen these spears not as instruments of bloodshed, but instead as keepers of peace and goodwill. He noted that not one of the slim blades showed the least sign of use-they gleamed in the globelight as if newly forged. 

Five feet long they were, and their single-edged blades made up one third of each weapon’s length. At first glance, the blades were similar to common butcher knives, save for a short, blunt parrying spur on their thick spines. However, closer inspection would show the fine inscriptions of golden Weya runes running along the blades, and the incredible keenness of the weapons. Their edges were razor sharp, and would always be so, just as their hafts would never hold a nick or cut.

Clutched in the finely-wrought pommel of each spear was a jewel, a different gem for each weapon. These represented the Gift each Jidaan would bestow on its user. Sapphire, onyx, opal, diamond, ruby, and emerald gems sparkled and danced, one stone within each pommel's unbreakable grip. Brunar often gazed at these weapons and marveled at the sheer power that the Weya Lormages of old had somehow harnessed to create them. Now, they stood side by side in their places on the wall, waiting.

Brunar walked over to the leftmost spear, the ruby-handled weapon. He took a moment to steady himself, and then he reached out with one slender hand and slipped his fingers around its wooden shaft.

"Bringer of the Gift of Power, who hast thou Chosen?"

The ruby in the weapon's pommel flared a brilliant, clear scarlet as it was awakened after two millennia. It thrummed in the Mage's hands, and Brunar opened his mind to its power. A sense of incredible potency and great strength washed over Brunar, and was gone. Brunar felt himself move, though he knew that his body would remain in its place, and watched the Hall of Jidaana fade around him to be replaced by a wooded glen still cloaked in the shadowy folds of dawn.

A cool stream coursed lazily through the center of the small valley. Brunar could hear the birds trading songs in the leafy treetops overhead as the sky began to brighten with the first hints of sunrise. The stream opened out into the gently dancing waters of a small lake to Brunar's left, and the dense foliage of the forest beyond provided shade at the lakeshore. He could see ducks swimming in the water on the far side of the lake, quacking contentedly. The land was calm and peaceful, and the leaves in the trees waved as a breeze blew across the mere’s rippling waters.

Suddenly, Brunar heard a booming voice bellowing with laughter. He turned toward the sound and saw a massive fellow just within the boundaries of the forest struggling with what looked to be the trunk of a rather large tree. He appeared to be having trouble carrying the thing, but he seemed to be enjoying himself in spite of his enormous burden. Brunar saw a small cabin set back away from the lapping shores of the lake, and surmised that this was the huge man's home. What purpose the felled tree might serve, he had no idea.

As a flock of birds erupted from the trees above the large man, Brunar willed his essence towards the small cabin at the lakeshore, and the huge laughing fellow beyond.
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The tree trunk must have weighed more than thirty-five stone, but that was of little concern to Bjarke. He had wrestled bears twice that size and had always managed to teach them a thing or two before sending them running off into the woods. Bjarke was just having a little trouble finding a good way to lift the thing. He had trimmed it well, so it had no limbs to grip, and it was too long to roll effectively through the forest. But now he had to find a way to carry it back to the cabin, if he were going to be able to cut it into smaller pieces for building.

He finally decided to do what any good man carrying a massive timber through the forest would do. He picked it up near the middle, heaved it up onto his right shoulder, and began to walk briskly down the wooded slope towards his cabin at the lakeside.

He had been doing fine until he heard a commotion in the trees above him. He glanced up to see a pair of squirrels bickering over an acorn, and saw them start to chase each other around the treetops. He was beginning to chuckle softly at their antics when he slipped on a small stone and slammed one end of the trunk he carried into a tree in front of him. This brought forth even more laughter from the huge man as he shuffled and twisted to regain his balance. Turning, he managed to strike another tree with the opposite end of his burden. The birds above suddenly erupted from their perches atop the trees, startled by the ruckus below. 

The sight of the beautiful blue birds winging towards a safer and quieter haven did the bearish man in. He dropped the ponderous trunk with a resounding thud before falling in a heap on top of it. The peals of booming laughter pouring forth from him were easily loud enough to shake the leaves on the trees.

"Oh, what a sight I must have been!" Bjarke said aloud to himself, wiping tears from his eyes as his mirth finally subsided. "It's not every day one enjoys a dance with a tree so pretty as this!" He slapped the fallen log and began to stand. "I'm terribly sorry to have disturbed you up there," he called to the now absent birds. "Maybe next time I won't get so tickled!" 

He knew very well that he got tickled at least twenty times a day. Anyone looking for the mighty Bjarke need only wander in this direction, listen, and let the massive fellow's laughter guide them to his home. Bjarke noted that the thick braid that usually confined his ruddy hair behind him had come undone during his dance with the enormous log, and his usually neat beard had somehow become full of leaves and tiny twigs as well. He chuckled once more at himself for becoming such a mess as he sat back down on the fallen log and picked the debris from his beard. When he was satisfied that his thick whiskers no longer resembled a brush pile, he began to rebraid his hair. 

As his fingers worked, Bjarke hummed a little tune, enjoying the coolness and solitude of another early morning in his valley. He loved seeing the dappled, grey shadows that were just starting to appear on the rich earth before him at this time of day. They brought back so many childhood memories, especially those of playing hide-and-seek with his parents in these woods.

He grinned as he remembered his hulking father, Bekkoran, blundering noisily through the shrubbery, laughing all the while and pretending that he had no idea where his son might be. Since Bjarke had inherited his father's solid muscular build and towering height, it had been increasingly difficult to find decent hidey-holes large enough to accommodate his stout young body. Bjarke had then resorted to stealth, and managed to fool his father many times by sneaking around him.

Bjarke laughed to himself as he remembered the time he had hidden atop the cabin's stone chimney to escape his father's playful searching. Bekkoran had roamed the nearby woods, laughing and calling for his son. He had known that if he could get close to Bjarke, the sturdy boy's barely-stifled giggling would betray him and the chase back to the cabin would begin. 

Bjarke would have won that day, but for his mother's lighting the fire for the morning meal. Bekkoran had by then given up on the woods, and had started searching near the cabin. In fact, he ended up standing just below Bjarke's unsteady perch. It had been all the youngster could do to stay silent, his hands clamped over his mouth, just in case.

As Bekkoran had stood there, perplexed and scratching his mane of brown hair, Bjarke had felt as though he might burst trying to contain his laughter. His father was so close, but still oblivious to his new hiding place.

Suddenly, the chimney had belched smoke, soot, and heat right up into Bjarke's rear end. He had let out a yell of surprise and jumped from the chimney directly onto his startled father, sending them both sprawling onto the grass.

Bekkoran had desperately tried to scold his son, but was laughing too hard at the sight before him to do so. The poor boy was hopping around trying to put out the fire he imagined was burning in his britches. And then Diedre, Bekkoran's wife, had come barreling around the corner to see what all the commotion was about. She saw her soot-covered son hopping about, slapping at his seat, and her husband lying flat on his back with grass in his hair and obviously trying to stifle a large case of giggles.

"Excuse me, boys, but did I miss something?" Bjarke's mother had asked innocently, sending them all into gales of mirth. 

Yes, Bjarke's had been a happy life, filled with the simple pleasures of life outdoors, away from the cramped confines of the cities Bekkoran had so detested. His father had always seemed to have time for a story or two, no matter what chores he probably should have been doing right then. Bekkoran caught no end of scolding from Diedre when she found her husband and son seated behind the cabin, laughing at some tale or other. But more often than not, they would all share the end of the tale together. Bekkoran and Diedre had taught Bjarke that life was good. In their simple point of view, why be sad when being happy was more enjoyable? Bjarke smiled at the thought as he neared the end of his braid.

After his parents had passed, Bjarke had stayed in the little cabin by the lake, cherishing the good memories it gave him. He had turned into a massive fellow, not quite seven feet in height, and well over twenty-one stone. But for all his size and strength, he was as kind and joyful as a man could be. His deep brown eyes were the color of earth, and twinkled quite merrily in their nest of laugh lines in his sunbrowned face. Bjarke smiled at any provocation, and, of course, a laugh was usually quick to follow.

The forest around Bjarke was quiet, save for the sounds of the soft wind and the birds. The few that he had not frightened away chirruped happily overhead. He finally finished braiding his hair and stood, preparing to shoulder his load once more.

As he studied the fallen timber, Bjarke slowly became aware of a faint radiance that appeared to emanate from a space just before the doorway to his cabin. He turned towards his home, trying to gain a better view of the strange brightness that seemed to sparkle in the growing light of the morning. 

The pale blue glow was approximately the size of a man, and appeared to contain a small but brilliant trace of crimson deep within it, near to the ground. The glow began to move away from the cabin and towards the relative darkness of the forest in which Bjarke stood.

The huge man's usually smiling face adopted an uncommon expression of concern as he studied the brightness approaching him. The glow passed unswerving through the trunks and branches before it, as if it were naught but a phantom. Bjarke poised himself to attack or flee.

Hold, friend Bjarke. A misty voice touched the man's mind. There is no need for fear. I am an ally. 

"What trickery is this? A light with no torch and a voice with no body? And how is it that you know my name?" Bjarke showed no signs of relaxing.

Ah, yes. I forgot that you could not see me as yet. I beg your pardon, mighty one. One moment please. The amorphous glow began to dim somewhat. A moment later, it had coalesced into the shape of a striking, white-robed man holding before him a short-hafted, long-bladed spear. The gem held tightly within its ghostly pommel glowed brightly with scarlet luminescence. Bjarke studied the features of the spectre before him, noting the man's chiseled face and short, dark hair, shot through at the temples with silver. The smaller man's eyes were grey as stone, and they seemed to penetrate deep into Bjarke's very being. Intense as they were, they betrayed no sense of malice, only urgency. Still, Bjarke remained wary.

I am Brunar, the Mage, and the world has need of you. The spectre stood rock-still, gazing intently up at the much larger man. I bear with me the Jidaan of Rhu; he was the strongest of the Guardians of old. The time has come for you to take his place and bear this weapon in his stead. The Jidaan, itself, brought me to you and told me your name. The faded image of the Mage gestured slightly with the unusual spear, and a sparkle of light glinted off its razor edge.

A powerful evil has arisen, a vile sorcerer by the name of Mordak. In times past, he nearly destroyed the world, yet we bested him. We had thought him gone forever. 

However, the Evil One again threatens all life on this world, and only a few hold the power to stop him. You, Bjarke, are one of those few. I call on you to accept your destiny. I call on you to become a Guardian and aid me in ridding the world of Mordak's evil once and for all. The apparition's eyes burned deeply into those of the giant forester. 

Bjarke's face lost all trace of its usual mirth as he considered what he had just been told. Guardians? Mordak? Those names writhed back in the farthest corners of his mind, trying to find their way to the front where he might examine them. He vaguely recalled hearing those names during his youth, when his beloved parents would tell him stories of a time long past, a bleak time when the evil sorcerer had almost taken over the world, only to be vanquished in the end by the valiant warriors of the mountains.

The few times his father had told him the darker tales of Mordak, his mother had always protested. Bekkoran had continued anyway, insisting that the boy must understand that although great good exists in the world, so too, does evil. 

"But I thought those were just hearthtales, legends to be told by the fire," Bjarke thought aloud.

Nay, mighty one. They are very real. The evil that is Mordak did indeed come very close to dominating and enslaving this world some two thousand years agone. Only the combined strength of all six of the Guardians routed him at the last.

"But then, what have I to do with the Guardians? I certainly am no wizard. I know I’m strong, but I don’t even know how to fight...I am really quite ordinary." Bjarke scratched his beard thoughtfully as he looked down at the image of the Mage.

You have much to do with the Guardians, Bjarke. Rhu was a great warrior, possessed of strength beyond measure. At times, I thought there was no end to it. You do resemble him a bit, you know, though you are a hair's breadth taller. Rhu was your ancestor. You are directly descended from Rhu Bearsheart, most likely from father to son, and so on. You have the power within you, as your father did, and his father before him, all the way back to Rhu. This is why you are as strong as you are. Even so, there are also many other abilities that must be explored.

Bjarke's face went completely blank as he sat heavily on the fallen log. He had always considered his strength as simply a part of himself. He gave it as much thought as he might give to breathing. And as he had so little contact with other people, he had nothing to compare his strength to.

What you are is special, Bjarke. There are few like you on this world. The power is not always passed along as it was in your family. It is your destiny to become a protector, for unless you and your brethren can come together now to meet and destroy Mordak, this world is lost. No other hope exists.

"You said that there are others like me. Who are they?" Bjarke's steady gaze returned to meet the steely eyes of the Mage. 

In truth, I know not, Brunar replied. I did not know that you were Chosen until the Jidaan brought me here to meet you. It will be the same for the others. Each weapon will bear me to its Chosen as well, so that I may bring those warriors to their destiny.

"Let's say that I believe you, Mage. What must I do?" Bjarke looked up at the shining apparition. His eyes held no small amount of doubt, but the tone of his voice betrayed his interest.

You must make ready to come with me, friend Bjarke. I know that leaving this beautiful valley pains you, but take heed: if we cannot stop the Evil One, he will destroy all things of light and beauty in his quest for power. Nothing will be spared. Bjarke's expression paled slightly as he imagined his valley as a dead thing, a barren hollow in the mountains. Such is Mordak's way.

However, I would have you believe in me fully before following me into this war. I will return in four days to take you to our Keep in the Heartstrong Mountains in the west. In the meantime, you will see what has gone before, and what you will face in the future. I wish you to understand the full extent of your potential for power, as well as your responsibility. Even so, none can be forced to wield the Jidaan. But then, none that have been Chosen have ever refused the honor.

The shining form of the Mage raised his left hand. The big man saw the bluish glow intensify around Brunar's slender fingers and then he felt something brush at his mind, stirring up memories long forgotten. Still other, far older images began to emerge from the depths of Bjarke's subconscious mind but were still too indistinct to be made sense of. Bjarke shook his head to clear it. He glared at the Mage and growled, "What have you just done to me?" Bjarke rubbed the back of his head with one massive paw.

Fear not. The Mage lowered his hand. I have only passed on to you a sort of record of what passed before. You will dream, and in your dreams, the past will become clear to you. Your own talent makes this possible, mine only helps it along. It is one of the gifts you possess.

"Do all of these Guardians have such talents?" Bjarke asked, awed that he might actually have magickal ability within him. "I mean, how am I supposed to use these gifts?"

I will teach you much in that respect. The training will also bring your other gifts to light, for you must use all of your powers if you hope to defeat Mordak.

"I have not agreed to go with you yet, wizard." Bjarke stood and shook his head once more in another attempt to wrestle the stirring memories into some semblance of order. "I just don't know what to think about all this."

You cannot be forced to be one of us. But I remind you, without all of us working together, there is little hope. I will return in the morning of the fourth day to hear your decision. Be ready, strong one. In time, your might will be sorely needed, and we must begin as soon as possible.

Fare thee well, Bjarke. Brunar bowed slightly to the towering man before him. Bjarke bowed in return, respectful of the obviously powerful magician. He saw the scarlet pommel of the spear Brunar held flare to brightness, and then the shining image of the Mage was gone as if it had never been.

Bjarke stared at the spot where the smaller man had appeared to be standing a moment before, and noted the lack of footprints. "Maybe I hit my thick skull on my log when I fell," he said to the trees around him. "That would certainly explain all this." And yet, the memories that stirred in his mind refuted that possibility.

Bjarke decided it was time for some breakfast. The thought occurred to him that his quiet cabin and a meal - a huge meal - would help him to sort this thing out. Forgetting completely about the heavy log, Bjarke walked towards his home to ponder the turn that his fate had suddenly taken.
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Chapter 4
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Subaa peered into the dense foliage of the jungle, trying to pierce the thick morning fog that enshrouded all. Behind him, he could just detect the sounds of his tribe's bustling movement as they mobilized for a hasty retreat at the urgent behest of the tribal Elder, Baho. Baho and his small warband had come screaming into the small cluster of huts just minutes before, frantically calling for all to come and listen. Subaa remembered the frightened little man's eyes bulging in the firelight as he recounted the awakening of the Demon of the Stones. No one in the village had hesitated for an instant once the tale had been told. They had rushed to their huts to gather their few possessions, preparing to run towards the dawn until the sun rode high in the sky, its blessed light hopefully dispelling the evil spirit.

Subaa jumped at a sound to his left, a quick scraping of claws on wood. The young warrior raised his spear and crept toward the sound, his bare feet making no noise on the thick earth beneath him. The quiet chirruping of the jungle insects embraced him as he moved, covering any sounds his careful steps might have otherwise made. He was terrified, but he did not falter. He had been left behind to cover the retreat, and he would do so, no matter what harm might come to him. To do otherwise would cast shame upon his spirit, and his trip to the hereafter would be a rough one.

Sweating now, he focused on a large tree a few yards away. As the pale light of dawn began to reach into the curtain of fog, he could just make out the trunk of the tree and the thick vegetation at its base. Whatever had made the noise was there in the concealing leaves. He raised his spear to strike, and a screeching monkey burst out of the shrubs to hurtle up the trunk of the tree.

A startled scream escaped the young warrior’s lips as he jumped away from the tree. He watched the monkey disappear into the dense canopy of limbs overhead and hurled a curse at its nimble form. His nerves were frayed to the breaking point, and the monkey was not helping his disposition. Subaa breathed deeply to calm himself and resumed his watch, hoping that he would see nothing until he was called to join the evacuation. 

As his watchful eyes continued to scan the jungle before him, Subaa worriedly tried to recall the tales of the Demon, hoping to remember some clue that would help him battle the creature if it appeared. In his fright, all he could recall was that the evil spirit had been entrapped within the cursed stone eons ago by the gods. He could remember nothing of its appearance aside from Baho’s description. Beyond that, he knew only that it used evil magick and was powerful beyond imagining. Based on the elder's tale, Subaa believed this to be quite true. In spite of his fear, the young man continued his watch.

Moments later, a sudden stillness seized the area, and Subaa sucked a hissing breath in between his teeth. The insects of the jungle had fallen silent, and the hairs on the back of the warrior's neck began to stand on end. Terrified, Subaa crouched and prepared to launch his spear at anything that moved. His eyes darted about, searching.

A flash of crimson to his right attracted his attention. His eyes widened as the flash appeared again, and brighter. Just then, the voice of one of the tribal warriors sounded from the camp, calling Subaa from his post. Two other voices joined in the call, but Subaa heard them not, for his eyes were riveted on the scarlet radiance that grew as it approached him. His arm remained cocked to throw his weapon, but it seemed stiff, frozen. Subaa's mouth opened in a soundless scream as the radiance became a man, a man soundlessly gliding across the jungle floor towards him, held aloft by a roiling nimbus of magick.

His mind numbed in terror, Subaa recognized the man that Baho had described, a small man with short curly hair that was black as jet. A black moustache and goatee touched the lower portion of the Demon’s swarthy face, and his clothing was slashed and tattered, as Baho had said. The eyes of the Demon were gone. In their sockets, there boiled a seething magma of magick most foul. Subaa knew that his death was even now reaching a slender hand to claim him, and he could not even cry out. 

The Evil One’s outstretched hand alighted on the trembling warrior's forehead. Subaa saw the Demon’s face split in a malevolent grin as the hand gently caressed his brow. The young warrior tried to break free, tried to stab his spear into the Demon's chest, but he could not. He could only watch as the Demon threw his head back and laughed. 

Enjoying the newfound freedom that the merchant’s body had afforded him, Mordak savored the powerful essence of the helpless man before him. He could nearly taste the strength and vitality of the young warrior, and the sweet tang of fear made it all the more exciting for the sorcerer. Shaking with anticipation, Mordak's hand surged with scarlet as he sent a stream of frigid magick into the body of the young man. The warrior began to convulse, his eyes widening in agony as the foul coldness began to blossom within him, a cold so intense that it began to burn. 

The pain became unbearable, and still the cold fire grew, sapping the warrior's strength and life. As Subaa looked deeply into the seething roil of the Vile One's molten eyes, a frantic scream finally burst from his lips, a cry of utter horror and despair. Subaa had seen an evil in those eyes that seemed as old as time itself.

Mordak began to withdraw his energy, bringing with it the life and strength of the motionless warrior before him. The scarlet radiance surrounding the sorcerer grew perceptibly brighter as the captive Tballa shriveled and shrank in upon himself, his scream dying away as his essence was torn from him to mingle with Mordak’s evil soul.

When the warrior was naught but an empty shell, Mordak dropped the shapeless remains to the earth. He breathed deeply as he felt the young man's strength added to his own. The essence was strong, but it would not last. He needed more life, more essence, if he was to survive for long. There was yet much to be done.

Invoking his Sight, Mordak searched for the voices he had heard moments before. Instantly, he caught sight of three more warriors, racing through the jungle towards the cluster of huts, shouting in fear. Beyond them, he saw the village itself and the other natives scrambling into the jungle, clutching their few belongings. Apparently, the three nearest had witnessed their companion's demise and were attempting to warn the others and escape.

Mordak laughed again, a sound of stone grating on stone. He knew they would not get far. With a thought, he began to glide through the trees once more, faster now, gaining on the fleeing little men before him.

Meanwhile, the warriors had reached the village and were frantically shoving the stragglers into the jungle. One young mother, Kulia, had fallen with her baby just on the far side of the camp. Two of the warriors sprinted past, unseeing, but the last, Panu, scooped up the baby and hurriedly helped the young woman to her feet. One backward glance showed the approaching red glare to be entering the far side of the village, a small man at the center of the silent blaze. The stout warrior propelled the frightened woman into the jungle ahead of him, and yelled at her to run. He clasped the baby to his chest and sprinted beside her, urging her on, almost dragging her by one arm in his attempts to save them both.

They continued a few yards more, looking ahead and seeing no sign of their tribesmen, when the air suddenly turned cold, and the Demon’s magick washed over them. They tried to continue their flight, but tendrils of misty redness shot past them into the jungle. The pair skidded to a halt among the scarlet tentacles, watching them spear hungrily into the vegetation ahead. The baby had not made a sound. The warrior dropped quickly to the ground, covering the baby with his body, and started to drag Kulia down as well.

Before she could move, a tendril snaked around her waist from behind and bore her screaming into the air. She struggled mightily, but could not free herself from the misty arm. Her cries grew frantic as she was snatched backwards through the jungle. Answering wails of fear came from farther up ahead as the other arms began to return, bearing their captives quickly back towards the red brightness behind the prone warrior. Panu counted the captives as their struggling bodies were carried overhead and noted that no one from his tribe had escaped.

As the last of the vaporous tendrils carried their writhing burdens back towards the camp, Panu quickly shoved the baby under some sheltering fronds of fern that grew near him, hoping that the child would escape their own hideous fate. The baby looked at him uncomprehendingly as its small body was covered with leaves. It gripped the young warrior’s finger in one small fist for a moment, and then closed its eyes and somehow managed to drift off to sleep.

Panu, an old and seasoned veteran of the tribal wars, stood and turned to face his fate with honor. The scarlet radiance immediately enveloped him as it had the others, and yanked him back toward the village.

As he was carried roughly out of the jungle, he shuddered as he saw what had become of his tribe. All of them, men, women, and children, were being held several feet above the ground in the clutches of the red glow that emanated from the creature they had feared for centuries, the thing they called The Demon.

The evil being was holding his captives aloft in a rough semicircle around himself, and apparently had killed half of the men and women already. Their shriveled bodies hung motionless in the red glow, while others howled and struggled until their lives were sucked away from them in a chill rush. One by one, they died, and with each death, the Demon’s eyes glowed more brightly.

As the evil magick brought Panu to his place in the deadly gathering, he saw that he was to be last in line, just after Kulia, whose baby he had just hidden. She screamed as the others were killed, and when she saw Panu’s stout body borne through the air to hover beside her, she frantically tried to reach him. He stretched his arm to the limit, but her extended fingers were just beyond his reach. The Demon had begun to laugh again, and the shouts of the few remaining tribesmen faded, dying as the tribe of Tballa died.

As the man next to Kulia died and the cold brightness grew, the sorcerer’s glowing eyes fastened on her. His laughing stopped for a moment, but the cruel smile remained on his lips.

I believe you have forgotten something. Kulia's screams went silent, so startled was she at hearing this thing speak to her in her own language. No, the Demon had not spoken, but she had heard him all the same. His evil smile widened, exposing a few gleaming teeth. Might this be yours?

Kulia’s eyes flew wide and she screamed anew as her baby dropped from the sky to hover in front of her, carried by another arm of scarlet. His tiny brown eyes were wide with fear, and tears were streaming down his face. 

The Demon absorbed the baby's energy in an instant, and then slowly let the tiny corpse drift towards Kulia. Her wails ceased as the still form of her baby drew near. She gazed at her dead child for a moment, and then quickly drew the small knife at her belt, defiantly intending to stab herself before the Demon took her.

Her hand halted just as the tip of the blade entered her skin. Held motionless, she looked back at the demon that controlled her. His curling, evil smile widened as he watched her strain to kill herself. While her hand was motionless, her head was not. In a final burst of pent-up fear and rage, she spat at the little man before her, and cursed him until he finally stole her life with his frigid fire.

Mordak had enjoyed this last display of defiance from the girl. Her spirit had still been vital and strong when he had absorbed it; the taste of it had been sweet. Almost as an afterthought, he killed the last Tballa warrior, and Panu’s life force flowed into him. 

Filled with stolen strength, Mordak turned from the empty shells that had once been humans, and dismissed the corpses from his attention. The empty husks that had once been human dropped to the ground, where they stirred small clouds of dust that moved gently in the sudden quiet. The red glow of power snaked back into Mordak at his command. 

The life energies he had absorbed coursed through the body that had once belonged to the spice merchant. The power of over twenty people had become too much for such a small form to contain, and the swarthy skin had begun to peel and split, sending trickles of blood flowing down his arms and torso. Mordak looked at himself and decided that this frame had served its purpose. He had gained more than enough power to change himself to a more suitable form and continue the trek to his ancient home on the rocky plains, far to the east. With over two hundred leagues to travel, he decided on an appropriate shape, and willed a change.

His eyes glowed fiery red as his body began to reshape itself. Loud pops sounded as his bones began to lengthen and reform. The torn skin remolded itself and stretched, taking on a much darker, tougher texture. Mordak crouched as small leathery wings split the skin of his back, tearing through the ragged material of his shirt, expanding and spreading behind him. The wings grew as his hands and feet became grasping claws with wickedly curved talons. His lower jaw pushed outward, the teeth stretching to become razor sharp fangs. Only the burning scarlet of his eyes remained constant.

When Mordak stood erect, his new body was easily two feet taller than the old one had been. Where the form of the little merchant had been only moments before, a hideous winged monstrosity now stood, its evil eyes piercing the early morning gloom with scarlet luminescence.

The Mordak-thing turned and uttered a horrendous shriek. It flapped its massive wings, and the resulting wind picked up the shriveled corpses and flung them into the jungle on swirling eddies of dust. With a leap it became airborne. As it rose above the dense jungle canopy, the morning sun struck it fully for the first time.

RRRRAAAWWWW! It screeched defiantly at the brightness, and its flaming eyes squinted shut. The sunlight was quite unwelcome. The night was much more to the sorcerer’s liking. Eastward it flew, shrieking now and then to let the world know that Mordak had returned.
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Chapter 5
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Brunar released the ruby-pommeled weapon as his spirit returned from the wooded glen of Bjarke, and once again found himself standing atop the dais in the Hall. Brunar mused that the large, bearish man he had just met was much more jolly than Rhu ever had been, but Bjarke had every bit as much potential for power as his ancestor. The great strength that Brunar had seen him use was obviously a manifestation of magick, and though he was already incredibly strong, Brunar knew that he would see Bjarke become far stronger.

Slightly dizzy from his etheric journey, Brunar carefully walked down the steps of the dais that surrounded the wall-mounted Jidaan. He still had much to do, and even though the burden of the trip had fallen mostly on the enchanted weapon, it had still taken its toll on the weakened Mage. Brunar smiled a bitter smile as he walked across the dust-laden floor of the Hall, remembering when his power had been a thousand times greater than it was now. He knew that he would be able to regain a measure of his previous strength through meditation. However, this was little comfort against the fact that Mordak would be taking human lives to rebuild his own power, and in so doing, would become much stronger in far less time.

As he approached the darkened tunnel at the front of the Hall, the Mage willed the unseen doors at the far end of the shadowy corridor to open. He
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